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ABSTRACT - * 

Recent research on the impact of economics on mental 
and physical healt^h has raised fundamental questions about structural 
elements in the macro-economy and their role in creating stress; This 
paper reviews and integra-^es these sometimes conflicting findings 
into a cohesive model. Structural elements of our current economic 

'sy^stem are identified as possible ma jor stres^l^rs: (1) instability in 
the business cycle; (2) unemployment ; (3 ) inequality in income 
• distribution; and (4) fragmentation of the work process. Research is 
Q) reviewed linking the economic cycle with suicide and increased 

psychological symptoms as well as physical illness. Intervention oti 
the institutional level is suggested since these madro-economic 

^eleinibnts appear to be more powerful than the individual coping 
mecfhanisms of some demographic subgroups. The implications of these 
findings for primary prevention are discussed. (Author/JAC) 
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Abstract 

Recent Research on the Impact of economics on mental and p'nysical 
' health has raised fundamen^l questions about structural elements in the 
macro-economy. Specifically, four charactlristics of our current economic 
system; Instability in the^siness cycle, up@ijiploymMjt,_inequality in 
income distribut^n, and the fragmentation of the work process, appear to 
plflV some pathogenic role in the incidence of behavioral and physical 
-vd^osrdfrs. OSiese macro- econanic elements require intervention on the insti- 
tutional level singe they sigpesx to be more powerful thkn individual coping 
mechanisms of some demographic subgroups. Ihe implications of these findings 
for -primary prevention is discussed. 



Ec^onomlcs , Work , and Mental Health ; 
ImpUcations for Primary prevention 
A major conceptual thrust in comraunity psychology ha^en to broaden 
our understanding of the etiology of psychopathology. Such interest has 
led to an examinktion of those forces in the environment which produce 
stress ,^as well as meWs of increasing the coping skills and resources 
Of a given population to deal with thesef "stressors (Cowen, 1977). As part 
of this trend, the impact . of the economic environment on mental and physical 
health has merited serious interest (Heller & [fonahan, 1977). Preliminary, 
research on this issue has raised fundamental questions about the structure 
of advanced western economies and their role in creating stress. a?he pur- 
pose of this presentation is to review and integrate thes^ sometiines conflict- 
ing findings into a cohesive model. In particular, several structural 
elements of our current macro- economy Vill be identified as possible major 
stressors. Finally, the implications for primary prevention and social 
policy will be discussed.^ , 

Structural Characteristics of .- mcro-Economy . 
Economists generally refer to our system as a mixed economy. That ij, 
both public and private institutions have some control over economic events 
(Saimielson, 1976).' the purposes of this ]5resentaylon, several character- 

istics of'this mixed system can be identified. !Die first is the cyclic 
'nature of the economy. Since l855 there have been 25 business cycles with 
the avfiage cycle between 8-10 years in length (Lekachman, I98I). -niese cycle 
•re only partially planned in nature. While government and industry may react 
or anticipate these cycles, thej^are not consist^tly predictable in nature 
becwse o3p the flucuating needs of the market (Samuelson^l976). A second 
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Ch„„teristic 1. t.e assuM^icn that leveU of ,.e^:.,ment .re 

„.«s..x, ^-product the business cycl,. mther, peripaic level, of 
,Mgh -^n'^npl^ent .ay he neces^ to ameUorate cyclical recession. 
(S»«el.on, 1976).' A third assur^tion is that s«e incc^ inequity 1= 
necessary for an Efficient econo^ "81). mally, the .aero- 

«=cnoi,ic goal'of «^.atio„ of profits snd productivity have lead to a 
cental transforation of the wor. process end a concurrent decrease in 
l^vid^ autono^ over »or. (Braver^, 197M. Hecpt e^irical evidence , 
^ provided so.e Insists into the impact of these econo^c characteristics 
on mental and physical health. 

•■■ . , ijtotal Ite^ ^ 5S^M£ SEl* 

„.&el. (1951) -BEested a Unt between the economic cycle and ^icide. ^ 
.^ posited that cyclical changes in the econo, increased anc-e end decreased 
.«lal cohesion. Based on this model', -Blerce (1967) foOnd a strong correlation 
^en the\*ite male suicide rate and absolute <^e in co«n stoC prices. 

maintained that change ^i^^ the ;ggregate econo^ would increase 
.^tc« of psychological stress. Brenner (1973) specified that eco„«ic 
" as measured by un^loyment/vere more pow^^l stressors than up- . 

t™,s. SpecificaW, Brenner (1973) concluded that «.e unemployment rate was - 
. aensitlve^ predictor of mental hospital admission rates over a 127 

,.ar period, ' srenner-s basic assumption has been supported In several geographic 
^ons. across a wide r«.ge of demographic groups «>d with both long and shor* 
^ Oag ti^es (i*r. aorode..=y . Cho, 1981, Barling & B»dal, 1980; nroughten. 
I»anh, 198li mrshall t F»ch, 1979). B.«e is then, eviden.e,*hat th? 
S downturn phase of the business cycle, and the unemployment that « brings. 
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negatively^ Impacts upon mental health. * j 

Research has also^ indicated that upturns in th^ economy were more 
predictive of increased psychological symptoms in some populations (Frank,- 
I98I; Sclar, 1980). Alter reviewing the existing literature, Dool% and 
Catalano (198O) >3;pncluded that both upturns and downturns *ere associated 
vith increased pal^ology for various demographic subgroups^ "Stiey argued, 
therefore, that absolute change is a more comprehensive expl^atitSi of the 
role of the macro-economy as a psychological stressor. Ihese authors draw 
theoretical support from both Durjtheim (1951) and the life events model of 
stress. proposed by SeJye (1956). To summarize then, economic instability 
appears to play a maiJor role in the incidence of behavij^ral disorders • 
While unenrployment appears to be more of a stressor^f^ most groups, for 
other groups, economic ujptums appear to act as a s-Jjressor. Iherefore, 
cyclical, unplanned eq^omic instability can be seen as a stressor for the 
population as a whole. . . 

Economics , Work and Health 

Bremxer (1976) has also argued that economic downturns negatively .e:ffect^ 
ihysical health. He concluded that increased unemploycient contributes to 
subsequent increases in physical illness" and death. Kasl and Cobb (1970) 
have also found that sudden ^oh loss is associated with elevated blood pjpessure 
levels in men* ^\ v , 

Byer (1977), however, maintains that upturns are more strongly rela;fced 

to physical disease and death than downturns. While he concurs with Bremxer 

• -., , „, ^ 

that un^npioym6nt is predictive of increases in mental illness, suicide and 

alcoholism, he argues that business bocHos^are more predictive of heart attacks. 



. ' Bio&nics and Mental Health 
k 



accidents, cirrhosis, cancer and overall mortality rates. Eyer has utilized 
cross cultural epidemiolc|ical data for his conclusions^ 

^er (1977) partially. explains' his prosperity/death correlation by ^ ' 
pointing to another structural characteristic of the econony - the transfor- 
nation of the work process. • He maintains that modem capitalist production 
encourages overwork, high mobility.and th^efore a disruption of so^kl bonds. 
Braverman (197U), further argues that modem production ha's greatly increased 
ft'ajanentationand alientation at the workplace. la particular, he concludes ^ 
that the increasing implementation effects of Taylorism (the division of 
labor into smaller and smaller components) h^is greatly contributed to a loss 
of autonomy at the workplace., Bi Braverman 's terms, the work process has ^ 
become "degraded" and therefore a majo? source of stress. • A gro^dng body 
of research has concluded that occiupa:tions witlr less~autonony-are correlated |( 
with higher self -reports of stress, l^er self-esteem (Gardell, 1971), high^ 
psychosomatic symptoms and pill consvmiption , and less effective coping 
nechanisms outside of work (l&rasek, 1979). This Uterature strongly suggests 
that the nature of work, in particular the amomit of control over the work 
process is a very significant factor in mental and physical health. ; . 

WWle considerable research remains, prelimdnary 'findings suggest that 
three of the macro-economic characteristics identified; cyclical instability, • 
tmenrployment and work fragmentation, are strongly- linked to indices of both 
mental and physical pathology. The final element, that of the effects of 
personal economy or socioeconomic status, has a stronger research tradition. 
LOW socioeconomic status has been ^correlated with increased risk of a wide 
range of physical and psychological problems (Dohrenwen^ & Dohrenwend, 1969)'. 
The questionof causality remains an unresolved one in this research (Dooley & 
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Catalano, 198O). Nevertheless, the pervasive link between poverty and 
illness i'snist be taken into account when evaluating our current economic 
cystem. 

po^llcatlons *fo^ Primary Prevention ' 

A tore concept in the primary prevention literature has been the 

assumption that some elements of the envgLronment are more powerful as* * ' 

stressors than the coping, mechanisms of . the individua^Ls they effect 

-Wppaport, 1977). The above literatue suggests that fundamental charac- 

teristics of our econojmic system warrent inclusion in this category of . 

» ♦ 

environmental istressors. Clearly, the conceptual implications of these 
findings rest squarely af^Rappaport's (1977) institutional l^vel, of analysis. 



If basic elements of our ecohony are pathogenic, there is an obvious need 

A • 

to* explore alternative economic toodels. ^ 

Too often An^erican psychologists assume, that not only is bur cxirrent 
'economic system superior to all others, it is inevitabie. However, there 
are other "mixes" of mixed econ^cs. Sjireden, for example, has made efforts 
to reduce unplanned capital mobility, increase pJ^e amount of worker control ' 
over produc^tion, reduce the economic distance between social classes, and 
make a stronger committment to full eniiployment . England, on the other hand, 
has d^ted for a policy of allowing increased levels of capital mobility and 
unemployment as a mechanism for reducing inflation. The comparative effects 
of thes.e policies on mental and physical health has only^ begvin to be examined. 
(Karasek, 1976). This represents a significant challenge to comraunity psychol- 

.... . ..... ™ 

In ^^£uit of the goal of , creating a more healthy society, these structural 
economic issues can no longer be ignored. ^ 
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